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Abstract 
Aim To explore the perceptions of early career nursing academics on leadership in academia. Background 
There is growing emphasis on leadership capacity building across all domains of nursing. However, there 
is limited evidence on leadership capacity in early career academics. This study tested an intervention to 
develop leadership capacity amongst early career nursing academics in two Australian universities. 
Methods A sequential mixed methods design, using online surveys and semi-structured interviews, was 
used to collect data. Results Twenty-three early career nursing academics participated. Most had 
experience of formal leadership roles and were aware of its importance to them as they developed their 
academic careers. Participants were able to discuss their own views of themselves as leaders; their 
perceptions of their own needs for leadership development, and ways in which they could seek to develop 
further as leaders. Conclusion There is a need to provide initial and ongoing opportunities for leadership 
development amongst nurse academics. These opportunities should be contextualised and recognise 
factors such as gender, and the effects of structural oppression. Implications for nursing management 
Nurse academics are involved in the preparation of the next generation of clinical leaders and it is 
imperative that they are able to articulate a clear view of leadership. 
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Background:	 There	 is	 growing	 emphasis	 on	 leadership	 capacity	 building	 across	 all	
domains	of	nursing.	However,	there	is	limited	evidence	on	leadership	capacity	in	early	

























and	 to	 ensure	 they	 meet	 the	 leadership	 competency	 required	 by	 various	 registering	
authorities.	 Thus,	 it	 seems	 imperative,	 that	 those	 in	 the	 academic	 setting	 receive	
leadership	training	to	be	effective	teachers	of	leadership	and	to	be	strong	role‐models	of	
effective	 leadership	 practices.	 	 To	 achieve	 this	 it	 is	 essential	 that	 faculty	 are	 able	 to	
understand	and	articulate	a	clear	view	of	leadership.		
Career	 assistance	 (Adcroft	 &	 Taylor,	 2010),	 orientation	 programmes	 (Gilbert	 &	
Womack,	2012)	and	mentorship	(Gerolamo	&	Roemer,	2011)	are	ways	of	successfully	







Effective	 leadership	 is	 linked	 to	better	patient	outcomes	 in	 the	 clinical	 setting	 (Wong,	




others’,	 that	 underpins	 leadership	 in	 both	 settings	 (Hurley	 &	 Hutchinson,	 2013).	
Leadership	 for	 clinical	 practice	 is	 focused	 on	 influencing	 others	 in	 a	 continuous	
improvement	process	(Cook,	2001,	p.	44)	with	a	clinical	 leader	being	“a	nurse	directly	
involved	 in	 providing	 clinical	 care	 that	 continuously	 improves	 care	 and	 influences	
others”	(Cook,	1999,	p.	306).	Similarly,	academic	leadership	is	recognised	as	“the	ability	
to	influence	others.	It	 is	a	process	not	a	position”	(Triolo,	Pozehl,	&	Mahaffey,	1997,	p.	
149).	 	 These	 definitions	 underline	 the	 premise	 that	 leadership	 is	 not	 restricted	 to	
persons	in	positions	of	power,	such	as	deans,	heads	of	school	or	directors	of	nursing,	but	
may	equally	relate	to	students	or	early	career	academics.	Both	the	higher	education	and	
clinical	 setting	 have	 been	 criticised	 for	 overlooking	 early	 career	 staff	 in	 leadership	










New	 academic	 staff	 and	 sessional	 academic	 staff	 are	 generally	 recruited	 from	 the	
clinical	 practice	 setting	 and	 highly	 valued	 for	 their	 clinically	 current	 knowledge	 and	
skills	(Andrew	et	al.,	2010;	Halcomb	et	al.,	2010).	However,	recognition	must	be	given	to	










This	 study	was	 conducted	 between	April	 2011	 and	 February	 2013	within	 two	 of	 the	
largest	metropolitan	Schools	of	Nursing	and	Midwifery	in	New	South	Wales,	Australia.	






two	 Institutions.	 Individuals	 were	 considered	 an	 early	 career	 nurse	 academic	 if	 they	
were	 employed	 on	 a	 permanent	 basis	 by	 either	 participating	 institution,	 were	 a	
registered	nurse,	and	either	had	recently	completed	their	PhD	or	were	enrolled	or	were	




amongst	 early	 career	 nurse	 academics.	 Quantitative	 data	 were	 collected	 via	 two	
separate	online	surveys	(powered	by	Qualtrex	software).	A	3600	survey	was	completed	
by	 participants	 prior	 to	 commencing	 the	 leadership	 program	 and	 a	 workplace	
perceptions	survey	was	undertaken	midway	through	the	intervention.	Before	and	after	
the	 completion	 of	 the	 leadership	 program,	 participants	 were	 involved	 in	 face‐to‐face	
semi‐structured	 interviews.	 These	 interviews	were	 conducted	 by	Research	Assistants	




The	3600	 feedback	 survey	was	based	on	Fareys’	 (1993)	Leader/Manager	Framework.	
This	 Framework	 groups	 twenty	 identified	 leadership	 and	management	 activities	 into	
four	 quadrants,	 namely:	 a)	 Task	 Leadership;	 b)	 People	 Leadership;	 c)	 People	












Quantitative	 data	 were	 imported	 into	 SPSS	 statistical	 software	 package	 (IBM	 Corp.,	
Released	 2013).	 Data	 were	 analysed	 using	 descriptive	 statistics,	 mean	 and	 standard	
deviation	 for	 continuous	 data,	 and	 frequency	 and	 percentage	 for	 categorical	 data.		
Scores	 for	each	of	 the	 four	quadrants	of	 the	3600	 feedback	 survey	were	 computed	by	
calculating	the	mean	aggregate	scores	of	each	of	the	four	quadrants.			
Interviews	 were	 transcribed	 verbatim	 by	 a	 professional	 transcription	 company	 and	
analysed	 using	 a	 process	 of	 thematic	 analysis	 (Borbasi	 &	 Jackson,	 2011;	 Draper,	
Holloway,	&	Adamson,	2014).	 	 Initially,	 transcripts	were	read	and	re‐read	 to	ensure	a	
comprehensive	 understanding	 of	 both	 content	 and	 context	 of	 participants’	 accounts.	
Transcripts	 were	 then	 individually	 explored	 for	 elements	 of	 interest,	 and	 common	








Twenty‐three	participants	were	recruited	 into	 the	study.	 	All	were	appointed	at	entry	
level	 academic	 appointments,	 and	 the	majority	were	 female,	 and	 aged	 over	 40	 years	









to	 ‘Do	 more’	 in	 all	 four	 quadrants	 of	 leadership/management	 activities	 (Figure	 2).	




Participants	 were	 able	 to	 articulate	 the	 qualities	 of	 effective	 leadership,	 and	 these	
included	 showing	 respect	 and	 being	 a	 respectful	 person	 (participant	 8).	 Most	
participants	had	some	previous	experience	of	formal	leadership	roles	and	so	had	some	
clear	 ideas	 on	 leadership,	 and	 they	 were	 aware	 of	 its	 importance	 to	 them	 as	 they	
developed	their	academic	careers.	Participants	were	able	 to	qualitatively	discuss	their	
own	views	of	themselves	as	leaders;	their	perceptions	of	their	own	needs	for	leadership	
development,	 and	 ways	 they	 could	 seek	 to	 further	 develop	 as	 leaders.	 Detailed	
qualitative	findings	are	presented	below.	 				
Views	of	themselves	as	leaders	
Most	 of	 the	 participants	 had	 entered	 academic	 life	 following	 active	 and	 successful	
clinical	 careers	 that	 had	 afforded	 them	 opportunities	 to	 develop	 some	 very	 useful	
leadership	skills.		
I	 think	 I'm	actually	not	 too	bad	at	conflict	resolution	having	done	 it	 in	 the	past	because	
I've	been	 the	nursing	unit	manager	…	with	 very	 strong	personalities.	 	So	 yeah,	 I	prided	
myself	on	that	…	(p:	8)	
Similarly,	 participant	 11	 viewed	 herself	 as	 having	 some	 effective	 and	 valuable	
leadership	skills	that	had	been	gained	over	many	years	in	the	health	sector.		
I	 think	 I'm	a	very	good	communicator,	 I	have	good	communication	 skills.	 I'm	very	 ‐	 I'm	
approachable;	 I've	 been	 told	 that	 I'm	 quite	 approachable.	 Very	 organised.	 And	 I	 think	
they're	 really	 important	 qualities	 to	 have	 as	 a	 leader.	…	 I'm	 focused,	 committed,	 and	 I	
suppose	I	have	the	passion	(p:	11).	
However,	while	many	participants	expressed	that	they	had	previously	seen	themselves	
as	 leaders	 in	 the	 clinical	 environment,	 they	 were	 very	 much	 the	 newcomers	 in	 the	
academic	 environment.	 Participant	 7	 had	 held	 some	 leadership	 positions	 prior	 to	










While	most	 participants	 did	 not	 yet	 view	 themselves	 as	 leaders	within	 the	 academic	
environment,	 they	 were	 aware	 they	 had	 some	 leadership	 skills.	 Notwithstanding	 the	
different	 contexts,	 participants	 were	 able	 to	 draw	 on	 many	 of	 their	 previously	
developed	leadership	skills	to	help	them	in	their	current	roles.		
I	think	in	terms	of	supporting	other	people	and	I	guess	leading	in	a	positive	way,	I	think	I	
do	 that	 very	 well.	 	 I’ve	 certainly	 had	 feedback	 on	 that	 throughout	 my	 career,	 that	
[supporting	others]	is	something	I	do	really	well	(p:	13).	
The	importance	of	being	positive	and	supportive	in	the	workplace	was	noted	by	some	









passionate	 (p:	 11),	 having	 good	 negotiation	 and	 motivational	 skills	 (p:	 17),	 good	
teamwork,	and	being	able	to	act	as	a	guide	to	other	people	(p:	8).	Participants	generally	
aspired	 to	 taking	 on	 academic	 governance	 and	 leadership	 roles	 in	 the	 future	 and	
because	 of	 this,	 recognised	 the	 need	 for	 reflection	 and	 development	 in	 this	 area.	 In	
considering	 their	 capacity	 as	 leaders	 of	 the	 future,	 participants	 indicated	 the	 value	of	
feedback	from	others	in	highlighting	their	leadership	potential.		
I	 think	 there's	always	 room	 for	 improvement,	absolutely	always,	and	 in	a	 sense	 I	don't	
know	 if	 I	consider	myself	as	a	 leader	as	 such.	 I	probably	guess	 I'd	 like	 to	work	more	on	




Participants	 expressed	 insight	 into	 their	 weaknesses	 as	 leaders,	 and	 were	 able	 to	
verbalise	leadership	attributes	they	aspired	to	and	that	needed	to	be	further	developed.	







The	 inability	 to	 be	 assertive	 was	 not	 only	 affecting	 their	 personal	 development	 as	
academics,	but	 in	 some	situations,	negatively	affected	 their	 teaching	performance	and	
student	satisfaction	with	their	teaching.	





Lack	 of	 confidence	was	 also	 identified	 as	 an	 issue	 to	 be	 overcome	 and	 one	 that	 was	
perceived	 to	 negatively	 influence	 participants’	 career	 progression.	 When	 asked	 to	
identify	a	leadership	characteristic	that	they	lacked	or	which	they	could	further	develop,	
participant	11	commented:		




moving	 forward.	 While	 this	 participant	 expressed	 belief	 in	 her	 own	 knowledge	 and	
abilities,	she	felt	unable	to	act	confidently	in	many	professional	situations.	This	lack	of	
confidence	was	reinforced	to	her	in	the	perceptions	that	others	had	of	her.	
I	think	maybe	confidence	 is	maybe	a	big	 issue	 for	me…	because	 it	came	out	 in	one	of	the	
surveys,	the	360	survey...I	thought	okay	I'll	work	on	my	confidence	a	bit	because	I	know	my	
work,	I	know	my	stuff	but	sometimes	confidence	due	to	‐	I	don't	know.	I	just	sometimes	just	
don't	 believe	 in	myself	 either.	 I	 feel	 that	 could	 probably	 ‐	 I	 need	 to	work	 on	 that	 and	
develop	that	further	(p:	16).	
Difficulties	with	being	assertive	and	 the	 lack	of	 confidence	extended	meant	 that	 some	
participants	felt	tentative	and	unsure	in	relation	to	everyday	academic	activities	such	as	
the	 most	 effective	 ways	 of	 delivering	 negative	 feedback	 to	 colleagues	 and	 students.	
Participant	 14	 expressed	 such	 reticence;	 fearing	 the	 reaction	 such	 feedback	 might	
cause.	
Like	to	be	able	to	have	a	good	 like	communication	skills	with	your	colleagues,	with	your	
students.	 	 Yeah,	 this	 is	 important.	 	 How	 you	 like	 use	 like	 strategies	 to	 improve	 your	




about	 leadership,	 or	 intended	 to.	 	 They	 also	 disclosed	 some	 views	 on	 their	 preferred	
learning	 activities.	 While	 there	 was	 recognition	 of	 the	 importance	 of	 learning	 about	






was	 important,	 and	 helped	 to	 generate	 opportunities	 to	 gain	 experiences.	 Indeed,	
participants	 greatly	 appreciated	 being	 provided	 with	 opportunities	 to	 actually	 show	




getting	 feedback	on	how	you’re	doing	 that.	 	So	 in	my	experience	 that’s	really	where	you	
learn	leadership.		Otherwise	it	becomes	a	kind	of	mechanical	thing	(p:	6).		
Participants	 also	 indicated	 a	 need	 to	 be	 able	 to	 learn	 about	 leadership	 interactively,	
through	 interactions	 with	 people	 holding	 extensive	 experience	 in	 leadership	 and	
governance.	 Reflecting	 on	 how	 she	 learns	 from	 others,	 participant	 8	 commented	 that	














Similarly,	 participant	 6	 likened	 the	 development	 of	 leadership	 skill	 and	 strategies	 as	
something	that	could	be	likened	to	clinical	supervision.	
…	people	presenting	 cases.	 	Like	 you	might	do	 in	other	kinds	of	 supervision.	 	You	bring	
along	 ‐	 this	 is	 a	 problem	 I	 have;	 I	 want	 to	 change	 an	 aspect	 of	 this	 unit	 that	 I’m	
coordinating	 but	 I’m	 getting	 a	 lot	 of	 resistance	 from	 the	 team	 I	work	with,	 how	 do	 I	
manage	that?		How	do	I	‐	I’ve	got	a	team	that	seem	to	be	a	little	bit	stuck	at	the	moment	
and	 I’ve	 tried	 this	 and	 it’s	 not	working;	 how	 do	 I	 inspire	 them;	 how	 do	 I	move	 things	
forward	‐	and	you	bounce	ideas	off	them?	(p:	6).	
In	 addition	 to	 being	 able	 to	 share	 experiences	 with	 those	 holding	 a	 broad	 range	 of	
leadership	experiences,	participants	were	also	quite	clear	that	they	wanted	to	be	able	to	












would	 be	 really	 good	 and	 there	 are	 some	 really	 amazing	 nurse	 leaders	 that	 would	
probably	be	quite	inspiring	(p:	4).		
Discussion	




leadership	 capacity.	 Gender	 is	 recognised	 as	 a	 key	 issue	 in	 the	 workforce,	 and	 even	
though	nursing	remains	strongly	gender‐segregated	there	is	evidence	that	women	can	




be	cultural	and/or	 institutional,	and	 it	may	be	nuanced	and	very	subtle.	 In	 the	case	of	
academic	nurses,	 structural	 oppression	may	be	exacerbated	because	nurse	 academics	
are	predominately	women	and	tend	to	come	from	the	health	sector.		
There	is	considerable	evidence	suggesting	nurses	may	be	affected	by	oppression	within	
the	 health	 sector	 (Rodwell	 &	 Demir,	 2012),	 and	 we	 suggest	 that	 this	 could	 have	 an	
influence	on	nurses	transitioning	to	academic	life.	Findings	from	our	paper	support	this	
and	 suggest	 that	 the	 ECNA’s	 in	 our	 study	were	 lacking	 in	 confidence	 and	 autonomy.		
This	lack	of	confidence	affected	their	own	ability	to	identify	their	leadership	strengths,	
or	 to	 see	 themselves	 as	 leaders.	 Leadership	 programmes	 have	 been	 shown	 to	 have	 a	
positive	 impact	 on	 the	development	 of	 nursing	 leadership	 (Curtis,	 Fintan,	&	de	Vries,	
2011;	Wong	 et	 al.,	 2013)	 and	 clinical	 nursing	 leadership	 competencies	 (Patton	 et	 al.,	
2013).	 While	 leadership	 programmes	 targeted	 at	 developing	 and	 mentoring	 the	
upcoming	 early	 career	 nursing	 leaders	 in	 the	 clinical	 setting	 are	 funded	 by	
governmental	 or	 professional	 bodies,	 nurses	 within	 the	 academic	 setting	 fall	 outside	
these	schemes.	Yet,	 the	transition	to	the	 ‘proverbial	 trinity	of	 faculty	roles’	–	 ‘teaching	
research	and	service’	(Reybold	&	Alamia,	2008,	p.	108)	can	be	challenging	for	those	new	
to	 the	 role,	 who	 may	 have	 a	 lack	 of	 understanding	 about	 teaching	 and	 learning	
practices;	roles	and	expectations	(Andrew	et	al.,	2010;	Halcomb	et	al.,	2010;	McDermid,	
Peters,	 Daly,	 &	 Jackson,	 2013).	 This	 lack	 of	 understanding	 and	 awareness	 can	
undermine	the	confidence	of	individuals	and	raise	fears	when	dealing	with	the	new	role	
(McDermid	 et	 al.,	 2013).	 Findings	 of	 this	 current	 study	highlight	 the	need	 to	 create	 a	
more	 enabling	 environment	 for	 women	 coming	 into	 academic	 life;	 particularly	 those	
coming	 from	 the	health	 sector.	 Indeed,	 these	 findings	 also	 point	 to	 a	need	 to	provide	
initial	 and	 ongoing	 opportunities	 for	 leadership	 development.	 But	 to	 be	 optimally	
meaningful	 and	 useful,	 such	 opportunities	 should	 be	 contextualised	 and	 should	
recognise	factors	such	as	gender,	and	the	effects	of	structural	oppression.		
Directions	for	further	research	







therefore,	 our	 future	 clinical	 leaders.	 Ensuring	 that	 nurse	 academics	 are	 able	 to	
articulate	a	clear	view	of	 leadership	 in	nursing	 is	an	 important	strategy	 to	strengthen	
the	 preparation	 of	 future	 nurses.	 	 Findings	 of	 this	 study	 demonstrate	 the	 need	 to	
actively	 promote	 leadership	 capacity	 building	 amongst	 nurse	 academics	 to	 optimise	
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